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Culture for Sale: Marketing Gullah Identity In the South
Carolina Sea Islands
Melissa Hargrove
Univ~sity of Tennessee

Abstract
Gullah women of the South Carolina Sea Islands have held firmly to the traditional craft of
sweetgrass basketry brought by their enslaved African ancestors. Presently their identity is
being appropriated by the tourism industry. This commoditization is manifest in tourism
literature, brochures, and postcards in ways that invite tourists to witness this "exoticized"
cultural heritage. The chosen images serve to enforce a representation of Gullah that is tied
to the colonial plantation era. This paper elucidates how the use of Gullah imagery within
such exploitative contexts undermines Gullah women's power to define and represent
themselves on their own terms.

Along the coast of South Carolina lies a
string of islands, referred to as the Sea Islands. These
coastal communities represent a link to the earliest
enslaved Africans brought to America to harvest rice
and pick cotton, and their cultural survival is a
testament to their cohesion and strength as a people.
They are known as the Gullah. The paramount issues
facing the Sea Island Gullah are the multiple risks
associated with tourism: risk of land loss, risk of
marginalization, and risk of losing the valuable
resources necessary to preserve their cultural
lifeways. Gullah women, in particular, stand to lose
what has kept their culture intact thus far: their
artistic identity. Gullah women 1 have held firmly to
the traditional craft of sweetgrass basketry brought by
their enslaved African ancestors. Presently their
identity is being appropriated by the tourism industry.
This commoditization is manifest in tourism literature, brochures, and postcards in ways that invite
tourists to witness this "exoticized" cultural heritage.
The chosen images serve to enforce a representation

of Gullah that is tied to the colonial plantation era.
This paper elucidates how the use of Gullah imagery,
within such exploitative contexts, undermines Gullah
women's power to define and represent themselves
on their own terms.

Gullah Women of the South Carnlina Sea Islands
The Gullah communities of the South
Carolina Sea Islands have been objectified by
academics for over a century. Their obvious
connections to west and central Africa, from which
they were brought in bondage, have intrigued
scholars from a variety of disciplines. The initial
focus of my research was the preservation of
sweetgrass basketry in Mt. Pleasant and the role of
Gullah women's basket cooperatives; however, I soon
became aware of the multiple dilemmas facing
various Sea Island communities, such as increased
resort development, increased tourism, and cultural
commoditization, to name a few. What has emerged
from years of fieldwork is the realization that the
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identity of Gullah women is in question, and those
concerned with its survival are redefining what it
means to be Gullah in the twenty-first century.
Throughout history, women and their stories
have been peripheralized (Lemert 1999) and made
invisible (Jordan and Weedon 1995). Within the past
three decades, however, anthropology, along with
many other branches of social science, have recognized the need to recover these stories, often referred
to as "subaltern" texts (Guhu and Spivak 1988) or
"herstories" (Jordan and Weedon 1995). I did not
begin with the intention of representing the current
predicament of the South Carolina Gull ah from a
feminist perspective. Over time, however, I realized
that women are directing the organizations and
grassroots groups fighting to preserve Gullah culture.
Their commitment to, and investment in, the future is
evidenced by their efforts to preserve those crafts that
represent their Gullah heritage. These artists of
activism- the basket weavers, the quilters, the
traditional rootworlkers and healers, the storytellers,
and the educators- they hold the keys to the future
of Gullah identity.
The relationship between history and identity
plays a significant role within the Sea Island quandary. The Gullah, and often other groups who
experienced Western colonialism first hand, are all
too often deemed people without history- (Eric
Wolr's concept), those who have been prevented
from defining themselves (Friedman 1992}. Much of
what has been canonized as factual about Gullah
culture was gathered by European observers, missionaries, and academics. We must address the use of
the past in the creation and recreation of identity in
the present (Olwig 1999} while also encouraging
such groups to define their own identity, as well as
rewrite their history from the standpoint of their own
unique experience.
Identity, Tourism, and Commoditization
It has been suggested that a reinvention of
ethnic identity can be initiated by tourism (Van den
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Berghe and Keyes 1984) however, this reinvention
can sometimes become a commodity used to further
the industry itself In such cases, the commoditiz.ation
of a particular culture can be delrimenlal to subordinate people. By cultural commoditization2 I am
referring to the use of particular images and ideas,
which define a particular group, for the explicit
function of economic benefit
Contrary to our typical ideas about commodi ties, the commoditization process goes beyond
land, labor, and capital and is beginning to target the
history, material and folk culture, and ethnic identity
of i ndigcnous and minority groups throughout the
world (Greenwood 1989). Even that which people
know, think and feel is being commercialized for the
purpose of increased tourism revenue. In South
Carolina, this type of cultural 'marketing' is manifest
through the use of traditional Gullah images in
tourism literature, commercials, brochures and
postcards.
The Tourism Industry and the Commoditizatlon
of Gullah Culture
The current predicament is best understood
within a historical paradigm, by posing questions
concerning the role of Charleston city planners in the
development of the sweetgrass basket industry as a
tourism draw. The Charleston Visitors Center, in
historic downtown Charleston, has brochures on
everything from wildlife sanctuaries to resort rentals.
I col!ected a variety of these pamphlets, which I later
realized indicated something very significant:
sweetgra,;;s baskets are used by the tourism industry
to create a nostalgic image of Charleston. Pictures of
women weaving, some allegedly taken without
proper pennission, pictures of baskets, and actual
baskets can be seen throughout the Visitor's Center.
There are, on any given day, basket weavers inside
the center- almost as if they are "on exhibit."
Travel brochures highlight the cultural
attributes of Sea Island residents and invite visitors to
come and witness their colorful heritage, however,
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many such brochures create and enforce a representation of Gullah that is tied to the plantation era
(Hargrove 2000). The use of sweetgrass baskets in
the creation of such an identity has a tripartite effect.
First, images of Gullah weavers in the context of
slavery and plantations "incarcerate" these figures
into a construction of "cultural misrepresentation" it freezes them in time and space (Appadurai 1988).
This is very similar to the plight of Native Americans
as they are represented in the media, as creatures of a
particular time and place (Churchill 1992). Secondly,
it appropriates the indigenous knowledge of those
involved without compensation or acknowledgment;
therefore creating "subjugated knowledges" (Foucault 1980). Finally, it assigns the power of representation [and cultural attribution] to non-Gullah people.
We recognize that knowledge is power; therefore, the
use of Gullah imagery within such contexts undermines these women's power to define and represent
themselves on their own terms.

Historic Charleston
The Charleston Downtown Market is
another site within which this appropriation becomes
clear. The Market is famous for its nostalgic image of
Gullah women weaving sweet grass baskets
alongside a variety of other vendors. Selling baskets
in the market is a family tradition and
overwhelmingly comprises women. The spots in the
market are highly competitive and families do not
relinquish them voluntarily. Many who sell in the
market also have a spot on Highway 17, and can be
found at one when not at the other. The market spots
are often rotated between family members so that
each has a chance to sell at market prices, which are
slightly higher than at the roadside stands.
Throughout the open air market one is bombarded
with the sights and sounds that bring Gullah culture
to mind: sweetgrass baskets, hand sewn fishing nets,
quilts, and home-made rice blends made by locals.
What most caught my attention, however, were the
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ways in which the word "Gullah" was being used to
present the products of the market. Charleston is an
historic town with much to offer tourists; however,
what seems to be the idea of the day is anything
labeled as Gullah.

Gullah Basket Weavers of Mt. Pleasant
A short distance outside Charleston, across
the Cooper River, is the Mt. Pleasant community.
Mt. Pleasant basket weavers were the first to integrate Gullah heritage into statewide tourism. The
basket stands along Highway 17 have been attracting
visitors for many decades, but the incursion of
tourism, resorts, and gated communities has begun to
threaten their existence. A difference of one year,
between 1998 and 1999, transformed the basket
industry. Where basket stands had stood in 1998 I
found a strip mall in 1999, offering tourists and locals
the luxury of Gap clothing, Baby Gap, and Bed, Bath,
and Beyond. The basket stands were still present;
however, the small grassy space once used as a
parking lot for tourists was now blocked by a
sidewalk and curb.
In the past, each basket stand was easily
accessible by just pulling off the road in front of the
stand you desired to browse through. Today all that
has changed. I spoke with one weaver whose family
had been selling baskets at the same spot for fifty
years. Now there is a video store on that spot and
she is continuously moving around trying to find a
permanent location. A weaver once told me she felt
like a gypsy- constantly moving in search of a
stable place to set up shop. What began as a way to
increase tourism has backfired in Mt. Pleasant
because many of the tourists come to visit and never
leave. They become attached to the beauty of the area
and take up residence, as has been the case throughout the Sea Islands. Ultimately this situation robs
basket weavers of their previous agency for representation and economic sustainability. In response to loss
of space due to increased development, many
weavers are turning to their church homes along
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Highway 17 in the hopes of being allowed to set up
temporary stands in the parking lots.

Writing Against Culture)
The traditional methodology of ethnographic
fieldwork has increased our knowledge of the vas l
cultural diversity of hwnanity, yet it has also
contributed to the process of Othering that now
stigmatizes ethnographic work within the social
sciences. Lila Abu- Lughod offers an alternative
approach- "ethnographies of the particular" as
instruments of tactical hwnanism (1991: 138) - by
which we can allow narrative ethnography to
construct a particular window into the lives of those
we work with. Such a strategy produces writings that
contest the "culture conC'.cpt" constructed and
maintained within cultural anthropology, further
acknowledging our role in deconstructing the existing
boundaries between "self' and "other." Such tactics
will also empower those we work with to represent
themselves in ways they deem significant.
Identity is a question of empowerment,
particularly for those who have been prevented from
identifying themselves (Friedman 1992). This holds
particular relevance for the Gullah. who have been
defined repeatedly throughout their history by
missionaries, historians, linguists, and
anthropologists. These representations of social
distinction, for the most part, have been negative,
leaving a lasting impression on Sea Island residents.
In retrospect I can only now understand the hesitation
expressed by many residents regarding their
participation in my research. As anthropologists,
whether consciously or not, we are constantly
involved in the "invention" of cultural identities
(Friedman 1992). In order for this process to be of
value to the communities we study we must begin to
engage in dialogue and productive discourse with
members of such groups. Through this process we
can begin to support their reconstructions of identity
(Friedman 1992) and, therefore, renun the power of
representation to its rightful owners.
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The negotiation of my fieldwork among Mt.
Pleasant basket weavers has been a lesson in critical
theory. There could be no helter time than the present
to restructure the relationships we envision between
our research collaborators and ourselves. Previous
academic work conducted among Gullah basket
makers has left them feeling exploited, and they
remain clear about what is expected of me. I am
committed to representing each of them for their
strong and courageous spirit as artists and women of
the twenty-first century, and not as throwbacks to a
plantation culture in need of modernization. These
"ethnographies of the particular"reprcsent only a
handful of these "artists of activism" fighting to
preserve Gullah culture.

Harriett Brown
Harriett Brown granted my first interview.
Harriett is a kind and gentle woman with an amazing
talent. She has been weaving baskets for 51 years.
She was taught lo weave by her father, mother, and
grandparents. Her family has used the current
location of her stand for over twenty years. She
shared memories of growing up along Highway 17,
when it was a small two-lane road. She also boasts
ahout how her grandchildren will grow up here.
Throughout our interactions I met with her daughter.
She is a nurse who weaves occasionally. She is
typical of the younger generation of Gullah women;
she knows the art but doesn't rely on it for her
economic stability. If history repeats itself, however,
she will someday embrace the art as a part of her
identity and heritage. The weavers all described the
pull of this tradition, whether early or late.
Her mother, Wilhelmina Bailcm, established
the stand Harriett now occupies. Unlike most
weavers, Harriett has been assured by the church,
which owns the property on which the stand is
located, that she will not he asked to move. Harriett's
work is very unique. Just as her mother before her
she likes to invent different styles, which distinguish
her from other weavers. Her special design is the
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"real huge fruit basket." She is very invested in her
community and works hard to preserve the art of
basket weaving. She is involved in leaching
demonstrations in the local public schools as well as
teaching at the Mt. Pleasant Arts Council She also
works with senior citizens, teaches weaving at the
Recreation Center, and does exhibitions for the local
children's festival. Al the time of our first interview
the local Garden Club chapter had placed a large
order with Harriett for small baskt:ts. After all was
said and done, they paid around $3 per basket, which
took several hours each to sew.

Jannie P. Gourdine
Jannie was born on Boone Hall plantation,
just down the road from the location of her basket
stand. She passed away in 2000. This woman had the
most extraordinary sense of humor, and her wit was
very sharp. She claimed to have always known how
to weave, but never wanted to make it her livelihood.
She told me about her life's journeys, back and forth
from Mt. Pleasant to New York, until settling back
home in 1979. At the time of our interactions, she
been weaving and selling her baskets at her roadside
stand ever s.incc, and had seen Mt. Pleasant change so
much in the course of twenty years. She pointed out
the spot where her mother's stand had been when she
left Mt. Pleasant for New York. ll was just across the
road from where we were sitting. We discussed many
things, which had nothing lo do wilh swcctgrass
baskets. She shared many stories of her grandfather,
who was enslaved for the first six years of his life. He
was the one who taught her mother to weave at a
young age, and her mother taught her. Our lengthy
conversations informed me of the historical
stigmatization of Gullah identity as backward and
primitive; ironically, this is the identity presently
being marketed by the South Carolina tourism
industry. Gullah identity has been transformed from
stigma to commodity in less than a generation.
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Rosalee W. Coaxum
Two stands down from Jannie I found her
first cousin, Rosalee. She was taught to weave
baskets by her mother and grandmother. She related
stories indicating her family's lifelong involvement in
sweetgrass basket weaving. Rosalee started out
making baskets only for gifts, not for sale. Like many
others, her entry into basket weaving was based in
tradition; but with the increasing economic benefits
of cultural arts and crafts, she is now doing quite well
at the family stand, located right beside her cousin
Jannie. My interactions with Rosalee gave historical
depth to the stigmati7.ation of Gullah language aud
culture. She recalled how only twenty to !hirty years
ago being labeled ''Gullah" translated into a negative
stereotype of ignoranl, backward country folk. further
illustrating the rapid changes taking place within Sea
Island communities. Once upon a time, and for an
extensive time. it was shameful to be a "Gullah
basket weaver" and the money to be made was
nothing compared to today. Therefore, tourism has
contributed to the economic success of basketry as a
livelihood and it has played a role in establishing
sweetgrass basketry as a legitimate art form. All this,
however, has been accompanied by some real human
(and cultural) cost.

Vera Manigault
The Manigault family is synonymous with
swcetgrass basketry. I caught up with Vera Manigault
at Patriots Point, setting up her temporary basket
stand. Patriots Point is located on the historic
Charleston harbor and is home to the Naval and
Maritime Museum. The focus of this tourist attraction is a decommissioned aircraft earner from WW II
Vera and other local basket
weavers take turns setting up their stands here. Others
had warned me about approaching her. I had been
told that she would not consent lo being interviewed.
At first she was very apprehensive and assured me
she could tell me nothing more than the other
weavers had. She asked if I would come back several
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days later to give her time to consider it. I agreed.
During those few days I tried to assess the reason for
her apprehension by asking lots of questions and
going back over some of the academic literature on
sweetgrass basketry. Anyone studying sweetgrass
baskets is aware that the Manigault family is synonymous with the craft. Many of her family members
were interviewed for, and appeared in, the academic
publication Row Upon Row (Rosengarten 1986).
When I returned to Patriot's Point several
days later Vera consented to be interviewed. We
began to talk about the previous research that had
been done among the weavers of Mt. Pleasant, more
specifically within her family. Vera related to me that
her family had opened their homes to many academics over the years and after the work was published
they were never heard from again. This explained her
obvious distrust of me. We did, however, overcome
it.
Vera grew up on the side of Highway 17.
Her mother had a basket stand there for over 50
years. Her mother was born in the community known
as Four-Mile and was the only weaver in that area.
Vera was born and raised in Mt. Pleasant and her
family is well known for their history of sweetgrass
basket weaving. She explained basket weaving's
transition from a supplemental hobby to a craft.
VM: It was around 1975 or 1976 that lots of
blacks started recognizing basket weaving as
a craft. After 1976, the Bicentennial, it
became a very important part of our heritage
and many more people wanted to keep the
art alive.
What troubles Vera most about the current popularity
of sweetgrass basketry is that the older women, who
have been weaving all along, are not getting the
recognition they deserve. Also, the availability of
materials for making baskets has declined to tragic
proportions. The increasing development of Mt.
Pleasant and surrounding areas has robbed the
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weavers of the ability to gather their own materials.
They are at risk of losing the necessary materials
needed to preserve their craft, which is also their
economic livelihood. The rapid rate of both retail and
residential development in Mt. Pleasant has brought
about a shortage of materials for weaving sweetgrass
baskets. The women I interviewed have all resorted
to buying their materials from Florida. Sweetgrass
can no longer be found in abundance growing wild in
the area. The materials needed for the baskets are
being bulldozed for malls and subdivisions, and
buried under parking lots for resort hotels.
Along with the normal concern with
materials comes the issue of land use for basket
stands along Highway 17. Vera knows this first hand;
what was once her mother's stand is now a Blockbuster Video store. There was also a furniture store
that displaced a family basket stand; however they
offered to let the weavers stay if they would consent
to taking down their stand every night and putting it
back up in the morning. Perhaps they knew the
impossibility of such a proposition.
VM: When a business goes in, they don't
want the stand in front of their establishment, no matter how many generations of
weavers it represents.

Just across the Cooper River, in the Mt.
Pleasant community, the trend toward
commoditization of Gullah is growing. Just before
entering the stretch of Highway 17 known for the
roadside basket stands, there now sits a restaurant,
which boasts "authentic Gullah cuisine." I entered the
restaurant in the hopes of speaking with the owner.
There were baskets everywhere, all crafted by one
particular basket weaver known throughout the
community. From speaking with a waitress, who was
wearing an apron with a big basket across the front, I
was informed that the weaver had entered into a
partnership with the restaurant manager. The
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restaurant increases business using the Gullah image
of sweetgrass baskets while the weaver is compensated through selling her baskets in the restaurant.
lbis restaurant was not present in 1998, during my
first season of fieldwork. Only time will tell how
long it will remain.

Concluding Remarks
The situation f3.l.--ing Gullah basket weavers
is a common phenomenon in our rapidly changing
world. In the Sea Islands, however, there is a preservation movement building. Whether established
against identity commoditization, negative impacts of
tourism and development, or the steady encroachment of gated communities, grassroots organizations
are well aware of the risks they are facing, particularly with respect to cultural crafts in an age of
modernist mentality. Traditional arts and crafts play
an important role in the maintenance of cultural
identity. These embodied skills promote social
memory, a sense of belonging, and pride within the
cultural groups they represent. It is important, as
anthropologists, that our work does not inhibit this
process. Moreover, we are positioned in a unique
situation in which the strength of our words within
the academy can serve to legitimize or negate such
struggles. Armed with the knowledge of the past, as
well as an awareness of the power of the pen, I
encourage each of us to move forward in a way that
will support the preservation of these embodied skills
and cultural legacies.
1

Historically, Gullah men were also Gullah basket
artisans, however women dominate the current basket
industry.
2
For a detailed explanation of cultural
commoditization see Davydd J. Greenwood's
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''Culture by the Pound" 1977.
3
I..ilaAbu-Lughod (1991)-
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